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If you've always wanted to draw and paint but believed you didn't have the talent, don't give up. The good news is you already possess the abilities needed to do both!

Learning to draw and paint is simply a matter of training — training your brain to apply the functions it uses for other tasks to the specific tasks of drawing and painting.

The best description I have ever read of the purpose of drawing in particular was made by artist Frederick Franck in his book The Zen of Seeing. He said:


It is in order to really see, to see ever deeper, ever more intensely, hence to be fully aware and alive, that I draw what the Chinese call ‘The Ten Thousand Things’ around me. Drawing is the discipline by which I constantly rediscover the world.



I have learned that what I have not drawn, I have never really seen, and that when I start drawing an ordinary thing, I realize how extraordinary it is, sheer miracle.



The Purpose of This Book Is:



	
To point you to the functions of your brain that make drawing and painting possible.



	
To help you access those functions in the service of drawing and painting.



	
To make you aware of the built-in processes in your brain that hinder your ability to draw and paint.





Once you know what to train, how to train it, and what causes problems, you can learn to draw and paint well. Practice, of course, will make you better and faster.

When I first began to teach drawing at Snow College in central Utah, I used a program similar to the classes I had attended at the university. The results were terrible! I was only able to help a few students who already drew fairly well.

I reasoned that if I could learn to draw, then anyone could. We teach basic math and writing without expecting students to become mathematicians and novelists. Why couldn't we teach students basic drawing without expecting them all to become artists? People who can draw do not have an extra “talent” node on their brains.

I initiated a seven-year search to discover which functions of the brain artists use when drawing and the causes of the more common problems experienced by my students. I discovered that the right tools for drawing (and painting) are present in everyone's brains but we have other mental processes that subvert the activity of drawing. I developed a program that made students aware of what was happening in their brains when problems occurred in drawing. I then helped them to develop conscious control of their functioning spatial abilities to make drawing easier.

The results were astounding. Instead of helping a few in the class, I was able to help almost all of them. Everyone was drawing better than my most “talented” students in previous classes. My own drawing skills also improved — an added bonus!

I believe that understanding what's happening in our brains while drawing or painting is the key to developing and controlling the necessary skills and processes that cause many to have problems while doing these things.


DRAWING AND PAINTING CAN BE AND SHOULD BE FUN!






CHAPTER 1



looking into your BRAIN'S TOOLBOX
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Drawing is fun! Why, then, does drawing seem to be so difficult for most people, even art students? Why should it be? All the information is right in front of you. It's like taking a test with all the answers on the board. Yet for some reason, you struggle to transfer that information to your paper. Drawing shouldn't be a frustrating process for anyone. Let's find out why it so often is.



Like most people, I used to think that learning to draw was simply a matter of developing drawing skills. This is only partly true. Developing these skills requires you to know your problems, and know them well. This chapter will do just that by explaining the sources of the most common problems you will encounter in drawing. You've probably already encountered these problems and considered them as evidence of inability. This is simply not true!



Everyone who attempts drawing must, in one way or another, overcome the problems discussed in this chapter. It may be easier for some more than others. When I was learning, I was in the middle. It wasn't easy, but it was easy enough that I was encouraged to work hard and keep practicing. Knowing what causes your problems will make it easier to overcome them, and you need look no further for the source of these problems than inside your brain.



If you're frustrated with drawing, it's because you're using the wrong mental tools for the job. Can you see what you want to draw, but when you try to draw what you see, it comes out wrong? Let's discover what your own brain is doing wrong and why.


The two information-processing tools of your brain

Your brain processes visual information entering through your eyes in two distinctly different ways: spatially (or visually), and intellectually. The first and faster is the spatial process. Its primary function is to keep you informed about the constantly changing space around you by recording where and how big things are. It perceives shapes and spaces, dark and light patterns, vertical and horizontal orientation, size relationships and the relative locations of shapes.

The spatial part of your brain does not identify these as trees, cars and people; that kind of identification comes later. All of this is done on autopilot, just at the threshold of your consciousness. When you parallel park a car or walk through a crowded mall, you use this spatial tool. Its primary job is to navigate you through space safely.

The analytical or intellectual portion of the brain processes the spatial information not as visual images, but as data. When you identify the shapes you are seeing as trees, cars, people and so on, you are using the intellectual brain. This is the right tool for just about every other conscious activity of your life. But when you use this part of your brain to draw, the results are disastrous. It first translates the visual information it has received from the spatial brain into data, then creates a simplified visual symbol to stand for the information.
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How Your Brain Processes What It Sees


Complex shapes enter the brain through the eyes and are simplified by your intellectual brain into symbols that merely represent the original item. These symbols are recalled when you try to paint what you see. Additional information about these things is added to the perceived information. As a result, you may paint a person, animal or object as you think it should look instead of how it actually appears.

How your intellectual brain interferes

There are four ways in which the intellectual brain distorts information needed for drawing, thus causing the most common problems.


	
It interjects previously stored data about the object into the activity of drawing.



	
It calls up early symbols created to stand for (not look like) the complex visual information it receives.



	
It creates new symbols and generalizes information to make it easier to store.



	
It focuses on surface details for which it has a name and ignores information that explains the structure of forms.






FROM THE ARTIST'S BRAIN

Drawing problems arise when we attempt to do the job with the wrong tool.
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POLPERRO HARBOR
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PROBLEM 1 The intellectual brain imposes previously stored data into the drawing.

This problem is evident when you start to draw a simple object like a box. The conflict between what you know (analytical, intellectual) and what you see (visual, spatial) is very clear.

You want to draw the box, but you're faced with a dilemma: The visual information does not match the intellectual information. Is the object made up of rectangles or of these odd geometric shapes perceived by the visual brain?
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The Dilemma


Does trying to resolve the conflict between visual and intellectual processing make you feel like this?
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Perspective Is Not the Problem


Most people complain that they don't understand perspective and that this lack of knowledge makes it difficult to draw a simple box. It is not lack of knowledge that causes the problem.
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What's Really There


These are the shapes the visual brain records. It sees an object with three planes, each having a different shape. And not one of these shapes has a 90-degree angle!
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What Your Smarts Say


Your intellectual brain says, “Oh yes, that is a box. I can see three of its planes.” And what does it know about those planes? It knows that the planes are composed of rectangles, four-sided geometric shapes with four right angles, especially with adjacent sides of unequal length.


The Answer


Both sets of information are true! One is a visual truth about the shapes as they are seen, and the other is an intellectual truth about what the shapes mean. If you want to build a similar box, measure it and use the intellectual data. If you want to draw it, ignore that data and focus on the shapes you see.

However, since the analytical part of your brain controls the conscious activities of your life, it naturally thinks it should also control the act of drawing. And this is the cause of the problem. You are trying to draw the box, but your brain is sending two conflicting messages. What do you do? Compromise?


[image: illustration]



Is Compromise Possible?


We're civilized people, can we meet halfway between true visual information and intellectual truth?
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The Sad Truth


Compromises in drawing do not work. This is the kind commonly reached; it contains elements from both bodies of information.

Your intellectual brain compromises by admitting that the angles you see are not the 90-degree angles it knows are there, but it is unwilling to find out exactly what they really are. It tells your hand to put in any angle that is somewhat close. Your task in drawing is to turn off the analytical information and focus only on the visual.


FROM THE ARTIST'S BRAIN

For most people, drawing is a fight with the intellectual brain to adjust the drawing bit by bit toward the visual truth of what they see.




Problem 1 in Action


A container with a round opening presents another example of this classic conflict between the visual information supplied by the eyes and the analytical data supplied by your intellectual brain.

I know this mistake is the result of a compromise and not an error of perception: In thirty years of teaching, I've never seen a student observe a narrow elliptical opening and draw an even narrower ellipse. Invariably, students draw the opening wider than they see it. If it were only a mistake in observation, some students would draw a too-narrow version of the shape. This was my first clue that something happened to the observed information after it entered the student's brain, distorting it on a consistent basis.

I find that making you aware of the mental conflicts you will encounter makes you look twice before putting pencil to paper. And that second look gives you the information you need in order to draw it right the first time. As a result, you're able to draw faster and more accurately.
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Not Just Boxes


Do you have problems drawing simple containers like this one?
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Seeing vs. Knowing


What we see of any circular opening is a foreshortened view, an elliptical shape. We know it is a circular opening, and we know what a circle looks like.
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Why We Can't Just Get Along


This is what the compromise drawing might look like.

PROBLEM 2 The intellectual brain creates symbols intended to stand for (not look like) the visual information before you.

We create symbols for everything. It is a method for compressing large amounts of information into smaller packages. The digit “5” is a symbol for a given quantity. The Yin-Yang symbol stands for a complex cultural concept.

The brain also creates symbols for the things we see, acting as shorthand versions. They are not meant to be a likeness of the item. For example, the common symbol for mountains -^^^- is not meant to resemble a particular mountain, but to stand for all mountains.

For a child, creating symbols is a method of communicating feelings. You will find that children spend much more time creating symbols on blank paper than they will spend with coloring books. The paper gives them a world in which to express themselves. At some point, most people become dissatisfied with these symbols and try to shift towards making their creations appear more like the individual items they see. We call these people artists.

Most people encounter difficulties and give up. For them, the intellectual brain (which has received all the attention in school and at home) is dominant.

Drawing is based entirely on the visual information supplied by the visual brain. Drawings are the product of intense observation, not intellectual interpretation.
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The Symbols We Make
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Art That Stands for Something


No child thinks this is how Mommy really looks. In fact, when asked they say, “This is Mommy,” not, “This is what Mommy looks like.”
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Building Your Symbol Collection


Between the ages of three and ten we create a host of symbols to represent the things around us. These symbols become more complex as we age, and new symbols are created for all the details.


Problem 2 in Action


I often see people who are looking directly at a pine tree draw a version of their childhood pine-tree symbol. How does this happen?

The intellectual brain is trying to control the drawing process. It recalls the childhood symbol, and it compromises by changing the symbol a little. Intense observation would reveal information about the tree's shape and edges, but this not only takes time, it also puts you in a visual mode that shuts the intellectual brain out. Ouch!
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A person sees something like this.
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The intellectual brain recalls a childhood symbol for “pine tree.”
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Seeing this symbol work as well as it did in the third grade, a compromise is reached in which some of the observed features are grafted onto the childhood symbol to create a new symbol.


From Seeing to Remembering


The image in front of a person goes through a transformation from what is seen to what is remembered, resulting in a disastrous compromise.

PROBLEM 3 The intellectual brain creates new symbols and generalizes for better storage and retrieval.

Accurate drawing requires intense observation. You can assume nothing about the object: Approach with a blank page and the willingness to see it as it really is. That is far different than simplifying and generalizing the information for easy storage. The two tasks are simply not compatible.

There is nothing wrong with the generalizing mode of the intellectual brain. It protects us from sensory overload. We can't go through each day taking note of every little detail. We would soon burn out. So we create broad generalities that do not bother with the specific variations. Roses are red. Bananas are yellow.

Symbol-making is one way of simplifying and generalizing visual information. However, when it insinuates its symbols into the drawing process, a process that requires the recording of specific, unique information, it becomes a problem.
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The Beginnings of a New Symbol


When you look at these dried sunflowers, you identify them, store the information in case you have to identify them again, and move on. If asked about their color, they are brown and dark. Period!

However, if I tell you to draw them, your response might be different. “What? That's too difficult! They're too complex!” To help you, the intellectual brain will create some new symbols to simplify the task. Not so good of a friend!
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What Your Intellectual Brain Creates


This symbol represents the essential information concerning the dried sunflowers without intense observation. It records the generally prickly nature, the curve of the stems and the fact that there are larger, triangle-shaped objects around their perimeter. This drawing doesn't even mention the leaves. It seeks general information that can stand for all dried sunflowers.

Typically, the intellectual brain does not care about the relationship of each flower to the next one or about the peculiar twist in the dried petals or the specific curve of each stem. It simply asks, “Where are they?” and answers, “At the end of curved stems.” It seeks a symbol for all petals. Likewise, it creates a symbol to stand for all the prickly centers and selects one curved stem to stand for all stems.


Problem 3 in Action


Doing a drawing that actually looks like these sunflowers will require you to create marks that convey the actual quality of the sunflowers, and that you place all the parts in the same spatial relationships that exist in the original forms.

Don't fall into the trap of letting the intellectual brain give you the “Tarzan approach” to your drawing. “Me Tarzan, you Jane!” “Sky blue!” “Grass green!” “Sunflower prickly!” “Stems curved!” You can do a faithful drawing of these sunflowers only if you turn off the symbol-making analytical brain and allow your more artistic, visual brain to handle the job. Your visual brain enjoys the complexities of the image.
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SUNFLOWERS
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Drawing as a Means of Discovery


This drawing discovers the complexities of the forms, the brittleness of the leaves, the prickly quality of the centers, and the lights and darks as they reveal an edge in some places and dissolve it in others. Unlike the intellectual symbols, this drawing cannot be repeated. Another drawing of the same subject would yield a different result. Even a slightly different view would produce a completely new set of relationships to explore.

PROBLEM 4 The intellectual brain focuses on the surface details it can identify, ignoring information that explains the form.

A common statement by adults who claim not to be able to draw is, “I can't even draw stick figures.” That, of course, is not true. What they mean is, “I can't make my stick figures look realistic.” Well, of course they can't — people don't look like stick figures!

It's odd that in our culture we assume that everyone can (and should) learn basic language skills although only a small percentage will become authors. We also assume that everyone can learn math while only a few will become mathematicians. However, we assume that drawing requires some special talent possessed by only a few and the rest need not try.

When I first started teaching drawing, I had no idea where these symbol images came from. Students looked at a subject right in front of them, but their drawings seemed to come from another world. And in a sense, they were. The subject for the drawing was in the visual world, but the symbol that materialized on the paper came from a world of data storage. Drawing ability was overshadowed by conscious symbol-making. Discovering your hidden talent doesn't have to take years.

Drawing well requires you to reject the symbol proposed by your intellectual brain and ask yourself, “What do I actually see?” There are no shortcuts. The information cannot be generalized or memorized. It must be savored and enjoyed.

Like a good meal, an honest search for visual information in a subject is enjoyable and satisfying. Only your intellectual brain thinks it's tedious.
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Photo Reference


This gentleman in England was kind enough to allow me to photograph him for a drawing.
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The Symbol Drawing


This is a typical symbol approach to drawing a head. Notice the attention placed on nameable details like glasses, lips and hair. But it pays no attention to their shapes. Glasses are glasses; why bother to get the actual shape when a symbol will do? The intellectual brain does not notice the hair is dark (in shadow) on one side and white on the other. Also, the intellectual brain doesn't care about the actual tilt of the head, but includes details such as eyelashes although it can't see them. It only knows they are there.
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Beginning








POINTS TO REMEMBER
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